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1. Purpose of Report 

This report analyses Social Work's performance in its handling of complaints in 2006/07 and 
outlines changes to current arrangements for the management of complaints. 

2. 

3. 

Background 

2.1. 

2.2. 

2.3. 

Social Work provides a wide range of statutory and non-statutory services to the 
population of North Lanarkshire. In 2006/07 approximately 24,740 referrals were 
made to social work. In the same period 151 formal complaints were received and 
investigated. Contextually, approximately 0.61 % of all referrals resulted in 
complaints. 

Social Work's complaints procedure operates in line with unique guidance and 
directions set in the Scottish Office Circular SWSG 5/96. That circular set outs 
specific time-scales and processes for the handling of informal and formal 
complaints. The circular seeks to ensure the process is accessible, transparent and 
has in-built mechanisms for dealing with appeals against findings. 

The changing context of social work service provision in the past decade, including 
the shift in purchaser/provider balance and the impact of increased regulation by the 
Care Commission, has complicated the social work complaints handling processes in 
that a wider range of options for reporting and investigating complaints has 
developed. From a service user and organisational perspective this has created 
unnecessary duplication and confusion in relation to complaints handling. 

Future Complaints Handling Arrangements 

3.1. 

3.2. 

Following an internal review of complaints handling within social work the decision 
has recently been taken that its newly formed Quality Assurance Section oversees, 
coordinates and review complaints handling from October 2007. This decision stems 
from an identified need to update and modernise the complaints procedure and 
complaints handling processes to ensure improved personal contact with 
complainers, better use of advocacy services when needed, and a more cohesive 
use of the informal complaints handling processes. Importantly this change will better 
identify learning to be gained from complaints within a quality assurance context. 

The need for centralised oversight of complaints handling is borne out from wide 
variations in levels of recorded complaints, mixed compliance with reporting time- 
scales between different localities, recent increases in referrals to Complaints Review 
Committee, and a lack of specificity over learning from complaints findings. 
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3.3. 

Total Complaints All 

Totals 151 
Acknowledged 
within 5 days 135 

Priorities for the Quality Assurance Section will be the implementation of training for 
frontline staff and those involved in complaints investigation, and a revision of the 
complaints procedures. The Quality Assurance Section’s aim will be to link learning, 
both from informal and formal complaints, to improved service outcomes. Findings 
from complaints analysis will be used to inform operational practice and service 
strategies. In order to ensure equity of complaints handling, recording and 
investigation across all areas of social work services, a complaints training 
programme will be devised and implemented. To ensure that meaningful data is 
extracted the current codes used to categorise complaints will be altered to more 
clearly link the specific nature of the problem. 

Airdrie Cumbernauld Bellshill Coatbridge Motherwell Wishaw 

31 35 14 4 58  9 

29 31 13 3 51 8 

4. Findings and statistical analysis for 2006/07 

Acknowledged 
outwith 5 days 

Resolved 
in 28 days 

Not Resolved 
in 28 days 

4.1. 

89% 94% 89% 93% 75% 88% 89% 

16 2 4 1 1 7 1 

11% 6% 11% 7% 25% 12% 11% 

96 26 26 13 1 22 8 

64% 84% 74% 93% 25% 38% 89% 

55 5 9 1 3 36 1 

36% 16% 26% 7% 75% 62% 11% 

4.2. 

4.3. 

4.4. 

Table 1 indicates compliance with time-scales for responding to complaints and the 
numbers of complaints handled by localities. 

The expectation is that complaints are acknowledged within 5 working days and 
investigations concluded within 28 days. The percentage of complaints 
acknowledged in the 5 day period during the year 2006/7 was 89%. In part this 
shortcoming arises due to efforts to improve letter quality by indicating investigation 
details in the same letter. That information is not always immediately apparent upon 
the receipt of a complaint. 

Due to the complexity of many social work complaints it is difficult to comply with the 
28 day target for concluding complaints and in such circumstances a holding letter 
will be sent. The percentage of complaints resolved within the 28 day period shows a 
marginal improvement from the previous year’s figures of 1 % to 64%. 

The extent of variation between localities in the numbers of complaints handled 
cannot readily be accounted for in respect of differences in service quality nor in 
complaints being dealt with on an informal basis. It is for those reasons and to 
ensure consistency in approach that the Quality Assurance Section will scrutinise and 
oversee the complaints process across all services in future years. 

Table 1 
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4.5. Table 2 indicates the principle reasons for complaints being raised. The coded 
reasons behind complaints often illustrates there being more than one reason, for 
example, there are links between “unacceptable delays” and “resources inadequate”. 
General analysis and coding identifies those areas where there are perceived service 
deficiencies but it is only by analysis of individual complaints and identifications of 
lessons to be learnt and actions to be taken that this data will influence performance. 
The codes used will be revised for year 2007/08 to be clearer about the nature of 
complaints and to better understand the nature of complaint types and groupings. 

Procedures 
not followed 

Staff attitude 
Other 
Totals* 

Table 2 

5 3 1 0 0 1 0 
21 4 8 2 0 6 1 
17 9 1 1 1 4 1 

158* 31 35 14 4 61* 13* 

April 06 -March 2007 

*note a complaint may be for more than one reason 

All Airdrie 

4.6 Table 3 shows complaints outcomes by locality of origin. Where complaints are not 
upheld these complaints will have been subject to similar levels of investigation as all 
others and should, given service user’s dissatisfaction in the first place, provide some 
basis for analysing service quality. 

Complaints Received 

upheld 

partially upheld 

not upheld 

Unresolved at this time 

4.7 Of the two complaints still outstanding one is awaiting a Complaints Review 
Committee hearing, the other is subject to ongoing negotiations with the complainer. 

151 31 
39 

(26%) 13 
47 

63 

2 

(31 %) 5 

(41 %) 13 

(1 %) 0 

Table 3 

4 

7 

24 

0 

3 

3 

8 

0 

27 

Cumbernauld Bellshill & 
4 

35 I 14 

Coatbridge 

4 58 1 9 1  

15 1 2 )  

01/ 
4.8 Three complainers elected to have the decisions about their complaint reviewed by a 

Complaints Review Committee in the year April 2006 to March 2007. That figure 
represents a decrease of two when contrasted with the previous year. 
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Complaints regarding independent sector services 

5. 

4.9 As independent sector services are subject to contract conditions and also to 
registration by the Care Commission, complainers can seek that their complaints are 
investigated by the Council, the Care Commission or by the independent sector 
provider concerned. Where complaints are investigated by the provider or the 
Commission, findings are assessed to ensure these do not compromise the 
provider’s compliance with the contract terms - if so an action plan will be agreed and 
monitored. 

4.1 0 Currently there are 106 independent sector care services contracted to Social Work. 
In 2006/07 twenty-eight formal and 39 informal complaints about independent sector 
services were brought to Social Work’s attention. Where upheld these were followed- 
up under contracts monitoring arrangements. An annual report will be presented to a 
future Committee on complaints within independent sector services. 

Recommendation 

Committee is asked to note the contents of this report and changes to the co-ordination 
and oversight of complaints handling within Social Work. 

Duncan Mackay 
Head of Social Work Development 
19 September 2007 

For further information on this report please contact Dennis O’Donnell, Manaqer, Quality Assurance, tel: 01 698 332084 
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